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Not for the King, but for God and Country:
Scandinavians and Ethnic identity during the
American Civil War
by Anders Rasmussen
Introduction

The history of the United States is essentially a history of
immigration. From the Spanish arrival in Florida in 1565 to presentday America, immigration has been a continuous factor in the
history of the United States, and it has repeatedly challenged notions
of what it means to be American. Among the many immigrant
groups which came to the United States were the Scandinavians. The
Civil War between 1861 and 1865 forced these newly arrived
immigrants to make important decisions in regards to ethnicity,
politics and nationality. This article explores the Scandinavian Civil
War experience through the prism of ethnicity and argues that
throughout the Civil War Scandinavian ethnic identity can best be
described as a complementary identity emphasizing Old World
nationalism and New World loyalty. However, ethnicity for the
Scandinavian immigrants also existed on multiple levels, what has
been termed exclusive, political and national ethnicity for analytical
purposes. Within these levels of ethnicity important shifts took place
between 1861 and 1864.
Scandinavians and Ethnic Identity, 1861-63
On Monday, September 30, 1861 a call for Civil War service was
issued through the Scandinavian newspaper Emigranten:
To all able Scandinavians in the United States[,] countrymen
and fellow citizens!
The authorities above in this our new homeland have as we
all know called the citizens of the country to arms to support
the government in its attempt to preserve the Union and its
constitution.( ... )
Scandinavians! Let us recognize our present position, our
duties and our responsibility as we should understand them.
9

We have still far from carried the part of the war's burdens
in respect to delivering personnel as the Scandinavian
population's great number here in the country oblige for us .
. . . While the adopted citizens of other nationalities such as
the Germans and Irish have put whole regiments in the field,
the Scandinavians of the West have not yet sent a single
complete Company of infantry to the grand Army.
Must the future ask: Where were the Scandinavians, when
we saved the mother country?
It has occurred to us, that the formation of a Scandinavian
Regiment would be the best means to gather our
Countrymen under the colors of the Union and additionally
to give the whole population testimony that the Country's
Scandinavian population takes its share in the fight for the
preservation of the Union. 1
The appeal was signed by ten of the most prominent Norwegians
in Wisconsin and yielded important clues to how these prominent
citizens wanted ethnic identity to be understood in the public
sphere. In fact, the call for volunteers introduced three different
understandings of ethnicity for the Scandinavian Americans.
First of all, the phrase "Scandinavians in the United States,
countrymen and fellow citizens" was a reference to a perceived
shared ethnicity purely among the exclusive group of
"Scandinavians in the United States." No one else in the United
States could share this exclusive ethnicity unless they, in the words
of J. Milton Yinger, had a "common origin" and shared "important
segments of a common culture." 2
Secondly, the call for volunteers introduced a political ethnicity, in
which Scandinavian unity was defined in opposition to the Irish, the
Germans or the Yankee Americans. 3 Not only was a common
Scandinavian ethnicity a practical construction in order to unite
against more numerous ethnic groups; it was also necessary, because
Americans were not able to tell Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians
apart. 4
Lastly, the petition called for affiliation with values greater than
Scandinavian-American values or state-wide political power. It
called for adherence to the values of the American constitution. It

was made even clearer by the Scandinavian regiment's future
colonel Hans C. Heg in Emigranten on October 7th, "the government
of our adopted country is in Danger . . . that which we learned to
love as freemen in our old Fatherland-our freedom-our
government-our independence-is threatened with destruction."
The constitution, the government, freedom, and independence were
all values that everyone in the northern states could subscribe to.
They had a universal character and thus went beyond the exclusive
and political ethnicity.
Exclusive ethnicity
The call for volunteers in Emigranten was one of the first explicit
appeals to form a Scandinavian ethnic regiment in Wisconsin during
the Civil War. 5 In the first line of the appeal, the signers equated
"Scandinavians" with "fellow citizens" and "countrymen," thus
making no effort to distinguish between men of Danish, Swedish or
Norwegian descent. Yet, the distinct reference to the Old World
origins where constantly combined with mentioning of American
values. Hence, this view of ethnicity fit well into what has been
termed a "complementary identity" by the American immigration
scholar Jon Gjerde.
According to Gjerde, complementary identity is "the dual loyalties
to nation and subgroup." This type of ethnicity "powerfully
promoted an allegiance to American institutions at the same time
that it fostered maintenance of ethnic forms." Gjerde argues that
complementary ethnicity strengthened assimilation into American
society, since it allowed space for staying ethnically and religiously
distinct, and thereby letting immigrants integrate into American
society at their own pace. As a consequence, the freedom to maintain
ethnic identity led to a positive view of the United States among the
immigrants, which muted dissatisfaction with those immigrants that
did not experience the United States as the land of opportunity. 6
During these early years of the Civil War, the subgroup that
Gjerde referred to was publicly perceived to be a pan-Scandinavian
group. Leaders in the Scandinavian communities stressed what
united Danes, Swedes and Norwegians instead of focusing on what
divided them. Though the Norwegian signers of the petition may or
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may not have felt as Scandinavians privately, public statements and
gestures of Scandinavian brotherhood were common in the 1860s.
The idea of Scandinavian brotherhood did not emerge out of the
blue in Wisconsin in the early 1860s. In the Old World the movement
of Scandinavianism had its roots in late 18th century literature and
evolved throughout the 19 th century. In 1863 proposals were heard
in the Old World for a common Scandinavian weight and
measurement system, for a united postal service, and a mutual toll
system based on free trade. However, none of these proposals
materialized into actual legislation, and when the Danish king
Frederik VII died in late 1863, pragmatic Scandinavianism in the Old
World essentially died with him.7
In the New World the need for Scandinavian unity was also
recognized. In a country where Scandinavian immigrants were
vastly outnumbered, pan-Scandinavianism expanded the foundation
for organizations and political candidates. A public Scandinavian
ethnic identity thereby helped the Scandinavian immigrants not to
be "completely lost in the ocean of American life." 8
As a consequence, Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian migrants, in
the first years of the Civil War, organized themselves publicly as
Scandinavians. In a description of the creation of the Scandinavian
company in the 1st New York Infantry Regiment, the author did not
even distinguish between the different individuals' nationalities but
simply referred to them as "nearly 80 Scandinavians equally divided
between the three countries." 9 Obviously, the author knew the
specific national origins of the 80 soldiers he was describing, but he
still chose to describe them by their common soubriquet. The 1st New
York Regiment was not the only one to use the Scandinavian label
publicly. In 1860 the Scandinavian Evangelical Lutheran Augustana
Synod was formed because the religious leaders could not imagine
the church becoming a national church at that time. 10 This pattern
clearly repeated itself during the first year of the Civil War. It only
took 50 to 100 men to create a company, but still the Danes, Swedes,
and Norwegians in New York chose to form a Scandinavian company
there. 11 The New York Scandineyvian company's first Sergeant J. M.
Jansen was the former host of the Scandinavian Society. In Illinois, a
Scandinavian company was formed as part of the 82nd Illinois Infantry
12

Regiment, and, even in the Confederacy Danes, Swedes, and
Norwegians around New Orleans formed a Scandinavian company.
During the Civil War, a Scandinavian society was formed in Madison,
Wisconsin, and another was created in Lawrence, Kansas to promote
"association and agreement among the local Scandinavians." 12
Additionally, the point of being Scandinavian publicly was even
more succinct in the case of the 15 th Wisconsin Infantry Regiment.
The 15 th Wisconsin was made up of approximately ninety percent
Norwegians, 13 but it was still organized and promoted as the
Scandinavian Regiment.
According to the Norwegian historian Karl Jakob Skarstein, the
Norwegian ethnic elite in Wisconsin mainly wanted to make a name
for the Norwegians by creating a Civil War regiment. 14 While this
may have been their intentions privately, almost all the public
references to an ethnic military unit in Emigranten are visibly
Scandinavian in focus . For example, the September call for
volunteers specifically referred to the Scandinavians to unite and did
not mention nationalities.
Political ethnicity
The September call for volunteers did not only advocate beliefs in a
common Scandinavian heritage, it also disclosed an ethnic rivalry
between the Scandinavians, the Irish and the Germans. 15 Between
1861 and 1863 the Scandinavian immigrants focused on ways to
maximize Scandinavian immigrant influence in American political
life without much regard to national politics. Yet, by 1864 outside
events had influenced all parts the Scandinavian immigrant
communities and the focus shifted towards assimilation and national
politics.
The 1861 call for volunteers explicitly pointed to the German and
Irish Civil War contribution, while lamenting the lack hereof by the
Scandinavians. To accomplish the goal of competing for political
influence in Wisconsin, the Scandinavian Americans had to think of
themselves as a coherent group, at least publicly, to increase their
number of eligiblr voters. Moreover, as the ethnic historians Dag
Blanck and J0rn Brendal have pointed out, "[the] process of
ethnicization was both descriptive and ascriptive." 16 By this
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statement, Blanck and Brendal argue that while the Scandinavians
were struggling to find their individual or common ethnic identity
(i.e. Scandinavian identity), the surrounding society was not able to
tell Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians apart and therefore naturally
viewed them as Scandinavians.17
Therefore, using the Scandinavian epithet publicly was a logical
way to present a united front against Americans and other ethnic
groups, even though the Scandinavian immigrant grassroots did not
always perceive themselves as one homogenous group. The
common Scandinavian label improved the Scandinavian Regiment's
visibility in Wisconsin's public life as well as fit into the white
Americans' view of a Scandinavian ethnic group.
The September petition recognized these advantages, and Hans C.
Heg explicitly encouraged the Scandinavians in Wisconsin to raise
an ethnic regiment to compete with the Irish and Germans for
political power after the war. 18
Reading Hans C. Heg's letters closely leaves no doubt that, in his
mind, the formation of a Scandinavian Regiment was the right thing
to do. Yet, Heg knew it was also a pragmatic political move. In
November, Heg asked Emigranten's readers, "shall we
Scandinavians sit still and watch our American, German, and
English-born fellow citizens fight for us without going to their
aid?" 19
Yet, the Irish and Scandinavians also fought over other things than
politics in 1861. In camp on Christmas Eve 1861 the Norwegian
private Casper Hansen stole a keg of beer from a wagon driving
through camp. The influence of the beer mixed with ethnic rivalry
led to a big fight between the 15th and 17th Wisconsin (the Irish
Regiment). 20 Though the fight did not have any direct consequences,
it underlined the ethnic tension that existed between the
Scandinavians and the Irish.
The 15 th Wisconsin was, however, successfully organized and
trained. When the Regiment had taken the field in 1862, Heg
continued his thoughts on a political career after the war based upon
his Civil War service. In July Heg wrote to his wife,
it is worth thousands to me that I went into the service at the
time I did. I am now far ahead-and if my health holds out,
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and the Goverment [sic] will do me justice-you will not
have occation [sic] to be ashamed of your husband. 21
The ethnic political tension between the Scandinavians and the
Irish/Germans was, however, apparent around the important
elections of 1863 and 1864 also.
On November 3rd, 1863, the Danish immigrant Fritz William
Rasmussen went down to his local schoolhouse and cast a "Union
vote" but Rasmussen could not help remark what a "clamour the
'Catholics' made" as the Catholics were "all without national
distinction - 'Democrats' ." 22
It was Rasmussen's impression that religion determined the way
the Catholics voted around New Denmark and it led him to an
occasional negative remark against the Catholics. 23 The animosity
towards the Germans and the Irish continued in 1864. In January,
1864 F~drelandet wrote, "Even today the Irish is an alien, that other
Nations loathe to have amongst them." 24 The slurs against the Irish
and Germans also appeared in the heated newspaper debates that
led up to the presidential election of 1864. On October 13, 1864 an
editorial in F~drelandet read,
In the Democratic meetings some big-name Gentlemen are
sitting with intelligence, a smile on their lip and clever
stratagem behind their ears, but the masses are formed by
the Irish and Germans, who never knew what the
constitution contained and blindly follow their leaders' say
... When we see Norwegian farmers among this crowd, we
have to believe that either they seek office at the presidential
election or they have degraded themselves to being equals
with the Irish and intellectually inferior Germans. 25
These were the words from one of the prominent Scandinavian
papers. Publicly, ethnic rivalry, based on politics and religion, did
indeed exist between the Scandinavians on one side and the
Germans and Irish on the other. This rivalry was one of the direct
causes of the Scandinavian Regiment's creation. In Hans C. Heg's
mind, the 15th Wisconsin was the foundation for political
competition with the Irish and Germans in American post-war
society.
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National ethnicity
The September call for volunteers issued in Emigranten in 1861
contained an appeal to the universal rights written in the Declaration
of Independence. Liberty and equality were important concepts for
Scandinavians emigrating from Old World monarchies and obvious
social stratification. The call for volunteers explicitly encouraged the
Scandinavians to help defend the government and the Constitution
of the adopted homeland. A Scandinavian regiment was needed to
defend the core American values of freedom, government by the
people, and independence.
Freedom, liberty, and equality were all concepts closely tied to the
issue of slavery. Slavery was therefore the most hotly debated issue
leading up to the Civil War, and within the Scandinavian
community opinions were also divided. 26
Emigranten had ever since Carl Frederick Solberg became the
editor in 1857 championed emancipation and praised the universal
concepts embodied in the American constitution and declaration of
independence. Solberg continued this idealistic support in the early
part of the Civil War, but as the fighting grew increasingly bitter, the
idealism yielded somewhat to pragmatism in the Scandinavian
public forum.
In his first editorial, Solberg declared, "our watchword is: no
slavery neither for black nor white." 27 Yet, the position within the
Scandinavian American religious community was less transparent.
While the Norwegian-Lutheran church did not support slavery, they
did not explicitly oppose it either. On behalf of the NorwegianLutheran Church, the pastor A. C. Preus stated, "even though it is
not a sin in itself to keep Slaves, it is still an evil and a punishment
from God." Preus went on to say, "nowhere can it clearly be
deduced from God's word that keeping slaves is sinful." 28
In the context of the Civil War it seems surprising that the
Norwegian-Lutheran Church did not clearly denounce slavery but
instead offered implicit moral support for the economic foundation
of the South, namely slavery. To the Norwegian-Lutheran clergy,
allegiance to the exact letter of the bible, at this time, overrode all
loyalty to the national ideal of freedom, as well as moral, political or
regional loyalty in a time of war.
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However, as has been pointed out by Jon Gjerde in his case study
of the immigrant church in America, Scandinavians were opposed to
slavery at the grassroots level. According to Gjerde, the pastors of
the Norwegian-Lutheran Church were "at odds with their
parishioners" 29 and also with some of their pastors. The Danish
pastor C. L. Clausen was thrown out of the Norwegian Synod when
he declared that slavery was irrefutably sinful. A bitter feud ensued,
and some pastors lost their congregations as a result of the different
opinions on slavery. For the Norwegian Synod the problem was that
it aligned itself with the strongly conservative German Missouri
Synod, and their official view was that slavery was not sinful. 30
That the Scandinavian immigrant soldiers were opposed to
slavery is evident in their letters, diaries, and from the soldiers'
voting patterns in the gubernatorial election of 1863. Every
Scandinavian soldier in the 15th Wisconsin, who had the opportunity
to vote, voted for the Republican candidate. 31
Additional support of opposition to slavery at the grassroots level
can be found among the Scandinavians living in the Confederate
region, where it, from the standpoint of regional loyalty, did not
seem wise to oppose human bondage. 32 A Norwegian immigrant
living in Texas, had to cancel his subscription of Emigranten in
January 1861 because he agreed with its anti-slavery position, and
according to family histories the Danish Confederate soldiers George
W. Henrichson and Christian Wilhelm Hander also opposed
slavery. 33
In the North before the Civil War, abolition was being advocated
by the Republican newspaper Emigranten, but also by Emigranten's
stark critic, the Democratic newspaper Nordlyset. Nordlyset was
edited by the future Danish Civil War soldier, Hans Borchsenius, but
the newspaper was sold to Carl Frederik Solberg in 1860.34
Scandinavians and Ethnic Identity, 1864-65.
On January 14 th, 1864 the first edition of Fcedrelandet was published
from La· Crosse, Wisconsin. In their opening editorial, faidrelandet' s
editors briefly mentioned the concept of Scandinavian brotherhood,
but they used most of the space to establish a nationalistic focus
underlined by the statement that, "a Norwegian paper shall
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naturally use the Norwegian language." 35 It was an important shift
in terms of Scandinavian exclusive ethnic identity. Before 1864 the
Scandinavian press and Scandinavian leaders had consciously
attempted to establish feelings on pan-Scandinavian feelings, but by
1864 Old World nationalism was powerfully introduced to the
public discourse.
F<Edrelandet's editors' nationalistic tone in the opening editorial
was unmistakable. The surplus from a lottery would help support
institutions that were beneficial for Norwegians in America, such as
the college in Decorah, Iowa. Furthermore, F<Edrelandet would "stand
up for Norwegians everywhere," and the Norwegian paper should
"naturally use the Norwegian language." 36
One week later, the entire front-page of F<Edrelandet was
overflowing with pride of Norwegian history, as all eight columns
were dedicated to an article and illustration involving Norway's
Viking past. Though calls for Scandinavian unity were still heard in
Kansas, and FcEdrelandet's editor Frederick Fleischer was elected
vice-president of the newly formed Scandinavian Association in La
Crosse, pan-Scandinavianism was waning by 1864. There were
multiple reasons for this development. First of all, there were strong
Old World nationalistic currents running through the pages of
F<Edrelandet, but also within the Scandinavian societies in Chicago,
Illinois. Additionally, in 1864 there was tremendous pressure from
the Scandinavian press and the Scandinavian societies as well as the
Union government to be patriotic and loyal to the new homeland,
especially as the future of the nation was at stake at the upcoming
presidential election. Moreover, the 15th Wisconsin and other
Scandinavian military units had almost been entirely diluted of their
Scandinavian element.37
Events in the Old World also worked to show that by 1864
thoughts of pan-Scandinavianism were more idealistic than realistic.
The Old World conflict between Denmark and Prussia along with
Austria was a matter of great interest in the Scandinavian immigrant
newspapers in 1864. In the Scandinavian press there was initially a
great faith that Scandinavian brotherhood would prevail in the Old
World. As it turned out, Sweden and Norway declined to support
Denmark militarily, 38 and pan-Scandinavianism in the Scandinavian
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immigrant press suddenly seemed to be more of an ideal rather than
an idea grounded in reality.
Fc:edrelandet made the position excruciatingly clear:
The editorial office has been sent a request to come to our
Danish brothers' aid with financial contributions during the
hard war that Denmark now must lead against the mighty
Germany .. .. [I]f the help from here is not as large as you [the
Danes] could expect it, then it is certainly not out of
indifference for you and Denmark's just cause, but because
Norwegians in America are Norwegians in Norway closest [my
emphasis], and if Norway is helped, then Denmark is helped
when Norway and Sweden shall fight for Denmark.39
Fcedrelandet took it for granted that Denmark would receive help
in the Old World, but even so they had clearly stated that
nationalistic feelings weighed heavier than Scandinavian unity. As
J0m Brnndal has pointed out in his study of Scandinavian
Americans in the progressive era, "whenever a conflict between the
'national' and the 'Scandinavian' commitment arose, the former
invariably won out." 40
Illinois was dominated by the Swedes, but there was also a large
Norwegian contingent in the state. 41 On September 29, 1864
Fcedrelandet reported that "Thursday night a meeting was held by the
Norwegian-born citizens of Chicago to establish the Norwegians '
United Republican Club." 42 This news was followed by a letter
published in Emigranten three weeks later. Here a Danish immigrant
living in Chicago wrote,
We have here in Chicago 4 Scandinavian Societies, namely 2
Norwegian, 1 Swedish and 1 Danish. Of these, the Danish
Society Dana is the only one that has a Scandinavian stamp;
the others are rigorously separated within their ethnic
boundaries. 43
J0m Brnndal and Dag Blanck have pointed out that "in their rural
settlement patterns Scandinavian immigrants tended to remain
nationally exclusive, whenever their numbers permitted it." 44
Though Chicago could not be considered rural, a part of the reason
that the Swedes and Norwegians could maintain nationalistic
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societies in Chicago was their demographic dominance among the
Scandinavians in Illinois.
La Crosse, where Fcedrelandet was published, was more rural in
character than Chicago, and here the Norwegians, according to
Arlow W. Andersen, had established several ethnically exclusive
organizations that were active when Fleischer settled in La Crosse in
1864. 45

The emergence of Fcedrelandet strengthened nationalistic currents
in the public sphere. Yet, at the very same time, Fcedrelandet
advocated assimilation in the United States as the way to maximize
opportunities for Norwegians and therefore fit well into Jon Gjerde's
concept of a complementary ethnic identity.
As Andersen has argued, "Fleischer [one of Fcedrelandet's editors],
while sensitive to possible Yankee denial of immigrant aspirations,
merged his European-bred feelings into the general stream of
American patriotism." 46

Political ethnicity
The prerequisite for taking an active part in American society was
the acquisition of the English language. If any Scandinavian
immigrant had ever doubted this, it was made clear by Fcedrelandet
in its editorial on January 14, 1864.
those immigrants, who yet only understand Norwegian,
must be glad that their children get English reading
materials in the house [a weekly column in Fcedrelandet]; For
without this language they can not successfully move
forward and work among their American fellow citizens.47
Emigranten was also thinking along the lines of assimilation
through English articles in late 1863 and early 1864. 48 When stating
the vision for Emigranten in the coming year, Carl Frederik Solberg
wrote on December 7, 1863, "the coming year will more completely
treat the political questions of the day, deliver correspondences from
Norway and Denmark. . .if possible two or more Columns selected
English reading etc."49
In reality, a very small part of the Scandinavian language
papers were written in English in 1864. However, the steps that
were taken to include even a little English, as well as the
20

admittance that English was a prerequisite for assimilation,
were important initiatives that fit well into the developments of
1864. Aedrelandet actively .advocated unification with the
"fellow American citizens," since "the children must become
Americans" and no reasonable man could "contemplate
founding a new Norway within the Union's area." 50
Assimilation into American society was therefore the ideal
advocated by Fcedrelandet.
Language was a key component in what tied the Scandinavian
immigrants together ethnically and in order to assimilate into
American society, they had to adopt their new homeland's language,
at least in public.51 Consequently, the Scandinavian immigrants who
knew English became community leaders, and were also the ones
offered the officer's commissions in the 15 th Wisconsin.
All orders in the 15th Wisconsin were in English, despite the
everyday language being Norwegian. There are no exact numbers of
how many Scandinavians spoke English. 52 In his study of the 15 th
Wisconsin, however, Waldemar Ager points out that "a large part of
the soldiers in the 15 th Wisconsin had a poor command of English." 53
Hence, the Scandinavian immigrants who did know the English
language served as a link between the non-English speakers and the
surrounding society. This function naturally elevated the Englishspeaking Scandinavians' position in the immigrant community. Fritz
W. Rasmussen was one of the Scandinavian-Americans who helped
his fellow immigrants to get in touch with American society, and as
a consequence he held many official positions throughout his life in
New Denmark. In his diary on New Years day 1863, Rasmussen
wrote,
sat talking a while, whence came Mrs. Charlotte Haward, to
get a paper made out, to draw money from the public
(Volunteer) fund; and when done with that; came Lars
Andersen to get a couple of letters written-one to his son in
the Army and one to the Office of the ' Emigranten' with a
part of his contingent ....54
Public service in politics or the army was a practical way of
showing loyalty to the adopted homeland. By 1864, war service was
the ultimate act of patriotism and assimilation. The connection
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between public service and assimilation was recognized by the
Yankee Americans and underlined by a speech given by J. Prentys to
the 46 th Illinois, when the regiment's soldiers were home on leave in
February,
under the American institutions no one occupies such a high
position as the, towards his country, loyal warrior, and
especially when he belongs to a foreign nation, who can not
be led by the inborn love for one's native country, and who
were not wooed by a high bounty, but voluntarily answered
the call based on higher and nobler motives ....55
For those Scandinavians that could not serve in the Civil War or
were not elected to public office, symbolic acts of assimilation were
used to show loyalty towards the new nation.
On March 3rd, 1864 the Scandinavian Society in Madison,
Wisconsin celebrated George Washington's birthday. According to
F~drelandet, the ball was attended by more than 200 people
including the mayor. Furthermore, the song "the Volunteer Soldier
of the 15 th Wisconsin" was sung. The song was an interesting mix of
Old World nationality and New World loyalty. In other words, it
was the essence of complementary identity.
The song was written on the old Danish tune "Dengang jeg drag
afsted [back when I set off]". This tune had important nationalistic
implications for the Scandinavians, especially the Danes, as it was
written during the First Schleswig War, when the Danes, with the
help of Europe's great powers, quelled a rebellion from the duchies
Schleswig and Holstein. In the United States, however, the song was
rewritten to celebrate the Scandinavians volunteering to defend their
adopted homeland amidst a commemoration of George
W ashington.56
English newspaper articles, celebrations of George Washington's
birthday, and Old World Songs rewritten in English were the order
of the day, and as a consequence it weakened the ties to panScandinavianism.57
Additionally, by 1864, the Danish element in the 15 th Wisconsin
had nearly vanished, and the regiment was almost solely
Norwegian. The Scandinavian company in Louisiana had been
captured, 58 the Scandinavian company in New York had been
22

disbanded and, according to William Burton, the 82nd Illinois with its
Scandinavian company had been diluted beyond any ethnic
cohesion. 59
Pan-Scandinavianism among the immigrants in 1861 was
constructed out of four main elements, namely the perceived
common origin, the Scandinavian societies, the press, and the
military units. Yet, by 1864 pan-Scandinavianism was being
deconstructed, as the four cornerstones were beginning to take on
different characteristics. The basis for the perceived common origin
was, first of all, found in a common language which the
Scandinavians and no one else understood. When English was
introduced into the important Scandinavian papers, and
Scandinavian soldiers served in English-speaking regiments, it
weakened the linguistic basis for pan-Scandinavianism. Secondly,
the Scandinavian societies in Chicago were by 1864 broken up into
nationalistic factions, in which only the Danish society still retained
a Scandinavian element. Thirdly, a second Scandinavian paper,
emphasizing Norwegian over Scandinavian heritage, was
introduced on January 14, 1864 and immediately made itself heard
among the Scandinavians. Lastly, by 1864 the former Scandinavian
regiment, the 15th Wisconsin, consisted almost solely of Norwegians,
and all other Scandinavian units were either disbanded, captured, or
had lost their ethnic dimension. 60

National ethnicity
Assimilation in American society was closely connected to the
Scandinavians' belief in certain universal values that were worth
fighting for. Equality, freedom, opportunity, and liberty were some
of the ideals that the Scandinavian immigrants cherished in the
United States. As the presidential election neared in 1864, the nature
of these values was debated vigorously. In its very first editorial,
Fcedrelandet declared programmatically that it was a Union paper,
not because Abraham Lincoln is of the Union party; not
because Negro emancipation is the work of this party,
neither because the Republicans are the mightiest and
victorious and their opponents weaker - but Fcedrelandet is a
Union paper because the Union and the pure, on liberty and
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equality, created Republic is truthfully a glorious institution
in accordance with human and divine laws. 61
With Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 and the inclusion
of black soldiers in the army, the war could suddenly be viewed as
an instrument to fulfill the ideals of the Declaration of
Independence.
The Scandinavian papers were generally opposed to slavery, and
when slavery was discussed the concepts of liberty, equality and
everyone's god-given rights were at the forefront of the discussion.
On March 24, 1864 Fcedrelandet's editorial stated that
when a Republic allows part of its citizens to live from
slaves' work, then an arrogance and ruler mentality
develops, that is irreconcilable with a constitution founded
upon liberty and equality ... where slavery exists, a master
system with all its contempt for fellow citizens must
naturally also exist. 62
For the editors of Fcedrelandet, it was important from a human
perspective that the slaves were freed, but emancipation was not
nearly as important as the fact that slavery undermined the values
that Fcedrelandet's editors cherished the most about the United States.
In the view of Fcedrelandet' s editors, a classless society in which
Norwegians were not subjugated to nobility was of prime
importance; the individual rights of blacks were less important. As
one of Fcedrelandet's editors wrote," it is not about the slaves that I
speak, but about the 'system' of slavery." 63
Though the Scandinavians did support the Republican
government in large numbers during the Civil War, it did not mean
that they were not prejudiced towards other races. Even a heralded
Scandinavian leader such as Hans C. Heg referred to his black
servant as a "nigger," and Irish, Germans and Jews were from time
to time commented negatively upon in the letters, newspapers, and
memoirs written by the Scandinavian Civil War soldiers. 64
During 1863 and 1864 everyone had to choose a side politically. If
one had an opinion about slavery, freedom, and equality, it was
impossible not to take a stand after the Emancipation Proclamation
of January 1, 1863. Claus L. Clausen, the 15 th Wisconsin's former
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chaplain, broke with the Norwegian Synod for the very reason that
he and many Scandinavians opposed slavery. 65
Furthermore, P. S. Vig claims that the Danes in the mid-West
joined the army due to their dislike of slavery and respect for law
and orde_r. Additionally, Vig states, "if all the Danes that hated
rebellion and slavery should have joined the war, then only women,
children and the old and sick would have staid home." 66 Emigranten
used the same reasoning to justify its support for Lincoln, despite his
unpopularity in September, 1864. Solberg did not believe that
Lincoln was a good president, but he was against slavery and
therefore Solberg had no other choice than support his reelection.
Opposition to slavery was not the same as a practical belief in
absolute equality, however. Many Scandinavians, including
faidrelandet' s editors as well as Hans C. Heg and Henry Syvertson,
did not consider black people as their equals, but neither did they
think that the Germans, Irish or Jews were.
The Civil War by 1864 was a hard war that left little room for
idealism or compromise. The tone in the newspapers leading up to
the election had been harsh. Everybody knew that the future of the
nation was at stake, and, to the Scandinavian editors, balanced
journalism was a necessary sacrifice. Carl Frederik Solberg, who had
been a strong supporter for freedom of speech before the Civil War,
had to admit that idealism in a time of war was not practical.
Though Solberg in 1861 had called freedom of speech "the
cornerstone for the system of government" and "one of the greatest
blessings all over the world," this was no longer the case by 1863.67
When the Lincoln administration started arresting citizens that
spoke out against the war and the President, Solberg justified the
arrests in Emigranten. In an article written on October 26, 1863
Solberg discussed the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus68 and
stated that, "habeas corpus is surely one of the most important
safeguards of our Civil Liberties". Solberg, however, went on to
argue that Lincoln had the Constitution and the law on his side and
stated,
We see no danger to our Civil Liberty in the President's
action and even if we thought to detect a violation of the
writ of habeas corpus we would consider it impossible that a
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government could attempt such a thing when it has less than
a year left before the question of its reelection or rejection
will be raised .... No citizen can or will suffer under it [the
suspension of habeas corpus], as long as he takes care of his
business now as before. 69
Emigranten's newfound view that the freedom of speech could be
suspended in a time of war was supported by Fcedrelandet during
1864. Freedom of speech was by no means an ideal pursued by the
Scandinavian press leading up to the presidential election.
F;edrelandet's comment on October 13 came to ring hollow in the
light of subsequent statements from the editors, "We believe that the
Democrats among our fellow countrymen will admit that this paper
always impartially admitted that they were entitled to their own
opinion." 70 Especially from September and onward F;edrelandet
voiced contempt for Northern dissenters and support for the
Government.
F;edrelandet's lack of tolerance for Democratic
viewpoints culminated on November 3 in the last issue before the
presidential election, when the editors wrote,
Any man, who on election day votes for McClellan, brings
down his children's and grandchildren' s crimes over his
grave and future generations will point to his grave with
these words, "there lies one of those who, blinded and
confused during the party controversy, voted for McClellan
and an immediate peace that bred a subsequent eternal
war." 71
There was a big gap between Emigranten's idealistic support for
freedom of speech to Emigranten and F;edrelandet's explicit
denunciation of democratic viewpoints. Emigranten which was a
progressive and idealistic newspaper on issues such as racial
equality, had to revert to a more pragmatic, reactionary position in
regards to freedom of speech when real-political conditions dictated
controversial presidential actions.
During the Civil War the Scandinavian press continually mixed
idealism with realism. Idealistic views of equality were mixed with
more realist notions of the United States as a racial society.
Additionally, idealistic views on freedom of speech were substituted

26

by a belief that there are certain things that can not be said in a time
of war.
The Republican administration in 1864 ran on a platform of
emancipation, but did not pay black soldiers the same as white
soldiers. Additionally, it had made the decision to suspend the writ
of habeas corpus so that dissenters could be kept silently in jail for
the duration of the war. Lastly, the Lincoln administration
advocated continuing the war to the bitter end.
All of these measures found strong support in the Scandinavian
press in 1864 and seemingly also appealed to many Scandinavian
voters at the grassroots level, as most of the Scandinavian counties
voted for the Republican Party. The election of Lincoln helped
assure the outcome of the Civil War, as there could no longer be any
talk of peace.
Many scholars have claimed that the Civil War helped integrate
the immigrant soldiers, but they have used very little evidence to
support this claim. Arlow W. Andersen, for one, stated that during
the Civil War,
Norwegian-born soldiers became more conscious of their
responsibility toward the federal government and of their
potentialities as American citizens. Relatives and friends
behind the lines were similarly affected. 72
While Andersen personally did not offer any evidence to back this
claim, the fact that the Scandinavian soldiers were exposed to
English on a daily basis, that they exhibited a great deal of loyalty to
the Lincoln administration during the elections of 1863 and 1864,
and that some of them after the war became part of a nationwide
veterans organization, supports Andersen's argument. Some
Scandinavians such as Hans Borchsenius, Ole Heg or Knute
Nelson,73 even used their Civil War service to establish a political
career. In these respects, the Civil War did indeed contribute to
making the Scandinavian immigrants move a small step closer to the
mainstream of American society. Even small steps towards
American society were steps away from the earlier panScandinavian identity. By 1865 the Scandinavian immigrants, who
had experienced the Civil War, were instead walking towards
assimilation.
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Conclusion
During the Civil War Scandinavian ethnic identity can best be
described as a complementary identity, yet an identity which existed
on multiple levels where the noteworthy changes occurred.
On the exclusive level, the Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians
between 1861 and 1864 publicly organized themselves as
Scandinavians. In the Civil War's early years there was a distinct
focus on what united the Scandinavians. From 1864 and onward,
there was a conscious drive in Wisconsin and Illinois to separate
Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians within their ethnic boundaries. The
focus on pan-Scandinavian bonds in the early years of the war had
by 1864 largely been superseded by a focus on Old World
nationalism in the public sphere.
Norwegian nationalism was strengthened markedly in the public
sphere by the emergence of F~drelandet and nationalistic currents
were prevalent in the Swedish and Norwegian societies in Chicago.
Pan-Scandinavianism was constructed through linguistic ties,
common military units, Scandinavian societies and a press that
voiced Scandinavian viewpoints. By 1864 this was no longer the
case, and the very institutions that helped construct panScandinavianism also helped deconstruct this ethnic identity three
years later.
On the political level, the Scandinavian immigrants throughout
the Civil War were looking for ways to gain influence in American
society. In 1861, the Scandinavian ethnic elite consciously sought to
construct a common Scandinavian ethnicity to compete with other
ethnic groups for political influence. By 1864 many more
Scandinavian immigrants were part of American institutions
primarily due to military service. English was realized, in part by the
Scandinavian press, as a prerequisite for taking an active part in
American society and the Scandinavians who already knew English,
therefore, had a natural leadership position within the Scandinavian
community. By 1864 the Civil War had channeled the political
energy towards showing loyalty to the Union, which the Republican
Party embodied at the time.
On the national ethnic level, the Scandinavians in 1861 and 1864
believed in equality-a value they had sought since they emigrated
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from Old World Scandinavia. The majority of the Scandinavians was
genuinely opposed to slavery throughout the Civil War. Equality to
the Scandinavians meant equal opportunity to act and pursue
happiness in the United States, but it did not necessarily mean that
all men were created equal. Both Scandinavians at the grassroots
level and the Scandinavian leader Hans C. Heg expressed prejudice
towards other races, especially black Americans. As such, the
Scandinavians were a product of their time, neither better, nor
worse. Despite all the idealistic talk of fundamental American
principles, the Scandinavian immigrants were guided by
pragmatism. When a conflict arose between American ideals and
American reality, reality naturally governed the Scandinavians'
actions. When Freedom of speech became a problem during the Civil
War, the Scandinavian newspapers no longer viewed it as the
cornerstone of democracy, but rather as a privilege that could be
revoked in times of crisis.
By the end of the Civil War pan-Scandinavianism was waning
since Old World nationalism and active participation in American
society were emphasized in the Scandinavian culture-carrying
institutions. Yet Old World identity was only a part of the
Scandinavian immigrants' identity during the Civil War.
Throughout the war the Scandinavians exhibited loyalty to
American institutions as part of their complementary ethnic identity.
By this time, the pan-Scandinavian idea had drowned in a sea of
conflicting identity currents. Yet, for years to come, panScandinavianism continued to re-emerge for a gasp of air.
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